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Saruman, 'Sharkey' and Suruman
A n alagou s F igu res o f E astern  In gen u ity  an d  C u n n in g
J .S . R yan
W h ile  S arum an  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  f la w e d  g r e a t  f i g u r e s  
o f  T o l k i e n 's  T h i r d  A ge, b e in g  t h e  C h ie f  o f  t h e  o r d e r  o f  
I s t a r i  ( W iz a r d s ) ,  an d  i s  known a l s o  a s  C u n u n ir  [ 1 ] ,  t h e  
" M a n - o f - S k i l l " ,  m o st s c h o l a r l y  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  h i s  name 
and  t o  h i s  o r i g i n s  a r e  i n  a g re e m e n t  t h a t  h i s  name i s  
G e rm an ic  [ 2 ] ,  an d  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  O ld  E n g l i s h  
a d j e c t i v e ,  s e a r u . " w is e ,  c u n n in g " .  Now w h i le  t h e r e  i s  
much O ld  E n g l i s h  w ord f o r m a t io n  an d  a s s o c i a t i o n  i n  The 
L o rd  o f  t h e  R i n g s , n o t a b l y  i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  
R o h i r r im ,  i t  s h o u ld  be  n o t e d  t h a t  S arum an d o e s  n o t  
b e lo n g  t o  t h a t  c u l t u r e  b u t  h ad  ben  s e n t  t o  M i d d l e - e a r t h  
fro m  V a l in o r  e a r l y  i n  t h e  T h i r d  Age ( c a .  1 0 0 0 ) .
A n o th e r  c l u e  t o  h i s  n a m e 's  m ea n in g  o r  o r i g i n  i s  
t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  a d h e r e n t s ,  b o th  men an d  o r e s  o f  
I s e n g a r d ,  c a l l  him  " s h a r k e y " ,  fro m  t h e  O r k i s h ,  s h a r k u , 
" o l d  m an" [ 3 ] ,  As S arum an h i m s e l f  com m ents upon h i s  
n ick n a m e  —
So you h a v e  h e a r d  t h e  nam e, h a v e  you?  A l l  my 
p e o p le  u s e d  t o  c a l l  me t h a t  i n  I s e n g a r d ,  I  
b e l i e v e .  A s i g n  o f  a f f e c t i o n  [ 4 ] ,  p o s s i b l y .
(RK. P- 2 9 8 ) .
I t  may b e  show n t h a t  h i s  a l t e r n a t i v e  fo rm  o f  nom en­
c l a t u r e  g i v e s  t h e  c l u e  t o  h i s  n o n -G e rm a n ic ,  a n d ,  
r a t h e r ,  M i d d l e - e a s t e r n  o r i g i n  i n  b o th  name and  
c o n c e p t i o n .
F i r s t l y ,  l e t  u s  n o t i c e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a  name and  
p e r s o n a l i t y ,  b o th  s i m i l a r  t o  S arum an  o c c u r  i n  t h e  
" A n n a ls  o f  S a r g o n " ,  t r e n s l a t e d  by D r .  J u l i u s  O p p e r t  i n  
a n  A s s y r i a n  v o lu m e  (V . I I ,  1 8 7 6 ) ,  i n  t h e  R e c o rd s  o f  t h e  
P a s t : b e in g  E n g l l i s h  t r a n s l a t i o n s  o f  t h e  A s s y r i a n  and  
E g y p t ia n  M onum ents [ 5 ] .  I n  a n  in c o m p le te  t e x t  o f  H a l l  
I I  (1  a ) ,  r e f e r r i n g  t o  a  m o n arch  n e c e s s a r i l y  s u p p r e s s e d  
( b e c a u s e  o f  d i s l o y a l t y ? )  t h e r e  o c c u r s  t h i s  p a s s a g e
th e y  b r o u g h t  m e . . .  t h e  ( b o x e s ? )  c o n t a i n i n g  
t h e  t r e a s u r e  o f  t h e  p a l a c e  o f . . .  S u ru m an , 
c o n s i s t i n g  i n . . .  t h e  p r o d u c t s  o f . . .  b r i l l i a n t  
o r e ,  c r o w n s . . .  i n  i r o n ,  w h i t e  l e a d . . .  w h i te  
m a r b l e . . .  t h e  l a n d ,  t h e  g r e a t  m o u n ta in  o f  
c o p p e r ,  o n e  a f t e r  o n e ,  h e  w o rk ed  t h e m . . .  ( p .
3 9 )
T h u s a  Surum an h a d  b e e n  a  v a s s a l  t o  t h e  g r e a t  k in g  o f  
A s s y r i a ,  an d  h ad  b e e n  p o s s e s s e d  o f  g r e a t  s k i l l s  i n  
m e ta l  w o rk  a s  w e l l  a s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  g r e e d .
T he o t h e r  f e a t u r e  w h ic h  dem ands a t t e n t i o n  i s  
T o l k i e n 's  u n e x p e c te d  f o o t n o t e ,  w i th  a  s c h o l a r l y  
e ty m o lo g y ,  f o r  S h a r k e y . T h is  l a s t  i s  f a s c i n a t i n g  s i n c e  
i t  i s  t h e  c l u e  t o  t a k e  u s  aw ay fro m  t h e  s a r u  —  s e a r u  
G e rm an ic  w o rd . T he nou n  " s h a r k " ,  f i r s t  u s e d  i n  E n g l i s h  
o f  t h e  " l a r g e  v o r a c i o u s  s e a f i s h "  i n  t h e  s i x t e e n t h  
c e n t u r y  i s  n o t  g iv e n  a n  e ty m o lo g y  by C .T> O n io n s  ( p .  
8 1 7 , T he O x fo rd  D i c t i o n a r y  o f  E n g l i s h  E ty m o lo g y . 1 9 6 1 ) ,  
who o b s e r v e d  t h a t  i t  i s :
s a i d  t o  h a v e  b e e n  s o  named by s a i l o r s  o f  
C a p ta in  J o h n  H a w k in s 's  e x p e d i t i o n  who b r o u g h t  
home a  sp e c im e n  w h ic h  w as e x h i b i t e d  i n  L ondon 
i n  1 5 6 9 . ( i b i d . )
I n  t h i s  e x p l a n a t i o n ,  O n io n s  w as f o l lo w in g  t h e  e a r l i e r  
e n t r y  i n  t h e  S -v o lu m e  o f  t h e  O x fo rd  E n g l i s h  D i c t i o n a r y .
Y e t o t h e r  s h a r k  e ty m o lo g ie s  may be c i t e d .  W.W. 
S k e a t ,  i n  h i s  C o n c is e  E ty m o lo g ic a l  D i c t i o n a r y  o f  t h e  
E n g l i s h  L an g u a g e  (1 8 8 2 )  ( p .  4 7 9 ) ,  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  f i s h  
name com es fro m  t h e  T u d o r v e r b ,  t o  s h a r k  ( t o  p r o w l ) ,  
'p r o b a b ly  fro m  t h e  N o r th  F re n c h  ( P i c a r d )  c h e r q u i e r , 
e q u i v a l e n t  t o  t h e  O ld  F re n c h  c e r c h e r  ( E n g l i s h  s e a r c h ) 
an d  h e  c o m p a re s  I t a l i a n  c e r c a r e  d e l  p a n e , ' t o  s h i f t  f o r  
how t o  l i v e ' .  He a l s o  n o te d  t h e  u s e a g e ,  - f o l l o w i n g  D r. 
J o h n s o n -  o f t h e  noun  s h a r k  a s  ( 1 )  ' a  g r e e d y  f e l l o w ' and
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( 2 )  'a  g re e d y  f i s h ' .  E r n e s t W eek ley  in  h i s  An
E ty m o lo g ic a l D ic tio n a ry  o f  M odern E n g lis h  (1 9 2 1 ) (p p . 
1 3 2 9 -1 3 3 0 ) a rg u e d  t h a t  th e  e a r l i e r  s e n s e  w a s , in d e e d , 
'a  g re e d y  p a r a s i t e ',  an d  t h a t
th e  w ord co m es, p e rh a p s  v ia  D u tc h , fro m  
G erm an s c h u r k ( e ) . " a  s h a r k , s h a r p e r ,  ro o k , 
r a k e ,  r o g u e " , . . .  w hence a ls o  s h i r k , I t a l i a n  
s c r o c c o . a s  in  m a n g ia re  a  s c r o c c o . " to  fe e d  
s c o t  f r e e  a t  a n o th e r  m a n 's  e x p e n s e "  ( i b i d . ) .
W h ile  W eekley  n o te s  th e  O x fo rd  E n g lis h  D ic t io n a r y 's  
1569 q u o ta t io n ,  h e  a ls o  f in d s  S p a n is h , an d  F lo r e n tin e  
a n a lo g ie s ,a n d  r e f l e c t s  t h a t
t h i s  w ord may e a s i l y  h a v e  b e en  c u r r e n t  am ong 
seam en  b e f o re  b e in g  re c o rd e d  an d  th e  
q u o ta t io n s  ( o f  th e  w ord a s  i n t r a n s i t i v e  v e rb )  
s u g g e s t a  n a u t i c a l  n ic k n a m e .
S in c e  t h i s  w ork  w as th e  m a jo r e ty m o lo g ic a l d ic t io n a r y  
f o r  E n g lis h  p u b lis h e d  d u r in g  T o lk ie n 's  e a r l i e r  a c a d e m ic  
c a r e e r ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  r e j e c t  t h i s  l a s t  re m a rk  a s  
b e in g  u n f a m il ia r  to  h im .
T h u s we h a v e  th e  s u g g e s tio n  o f  a  n ick n am e  f o r  a  
r u t h l e s s  p r e d a to r  o f  p e r s o n s , a s  h a v in g  a  n a u t i c a l  
b a ck g ro u n d  an d  a s  b e in g  c u r r e n t  by c a .  1600 am o n g st 
s a i l o r s  o f f  S i e r r a  L e o n e , i n  th e  L o w la n d s , an d  in  th e  
M e d ite r ra n e a n . A t t h i s  p o in t ,  we m u st tu r n  t o  a n o th e r  
noun  o f  m ore o b v io u s  E a s te r n  o r i g i n ,  v i z . :  S a ra c e n . th e  
nam e o f  th e  n o m ad ic  p e o p le s  o f  th e  S y ro -A ra b ic  d e s e r t .  
F o llo w in g  th e  sam e d i c t i o n a r i e s ,  we f in d  f o r  i t  (o p e ra  
c i t . ) :
O n io n s ( p .7 8 8 ) :
a  b o rro w in g  in  th e  1 3 th  C e n tu ry  fro m  
A ra b ic , v ia  F re n c h ; p e rh a p s  fro m  A ra b ic  
s h a r q i . " e a s te r n " ,  s h a r q . s u n r i s e ,  e a s t ,  c p . 
s i r o c c o ;
S k e a t ( p .4 6 3 ) :
fro m  L a t in ,  fro m  G re e k , fro m  A ra b ic ; L a t . 
s a r a c e n u s . l i t .  o n e  o f  th e  E a s te r n  p e o p le ; 
fro m  A ra b , s h a r q in  ( p i . )  o f  s h a r q iy  ( e a s t e r n )
= A ra b ic  s h a rq  ( e a s t ,  r i s i n g  s u n )  = A ra b , 
r o o t  s h a r a q a . ( " i t  r o s e " ) ;
W eekley  ( p .1 2 7 8 ) :
m uch a s  S k e a t, an d  n o tin g  t h a t  th e  n am es, 
A n a to lia . E a s te r l in g  h a v e  s im i l a r  s e n s e , 
i n i t i a l l y  o f  " e a s te r n e r " .
F in a l ly  i t  may b e  a p p r o p r ia te  to  r e c a l l  t h a t  s h e ik h . 
th e  t i t l e  o f  a d d r e s s  to  an  A rab  le a d e r  [ 6 ] ,  i s  fro m  
A ra b ic  s h a ik h , l i t e r a l l y  " a n  o ld  m an" fro m  s h a k h a . " to  
grow  o ld '* .
T he c o n c lu s io n s  to  b e  d raw n  fro m  th e s e  i n t e r ­
r e l a t i n g  b a ck g ro u n d  m a te r ia ls  a r e  s e v e r a l ,  an d  i t  i s  
b e lie v e d  t h a t  m o st i f  n o t a l l  a r e  r e le v a n t  to  T o lk ie n :
( i )  t h a t  th e  T o lk ie n ia n  s a r u  -  l in k  w ith  
o ld  E n g lis h  i s  s i m p l i s t i c ,  i f  n o t a  
n o n s e n s e ;
( i i )  t h a t  a  s im i l a r ly  nam ed le a d e r  in  
a n c ie n t  A s s y r ia , S u ru m an , had  am assed  g r e a t  
w e a lth  an d  w ro u g h t b r i l l i a n t l y  in  m e ta ls  an d  
s to n e  an d  h ad  h ad  to  b e  s u b ju g a te d  w hen h e  
c h a lle n g e d  h i s  l o r d ;
( i i i )  t h a t  T o lk ie n  t o ld  u s  ( i n  1955 an d  1 9 7 5 )
t h a t  i n  th e  E a s t ,  S arum an w as " S h a rk e y " , 
w h ich  nam e m ean t " o ld  m an";
( i v )  t h a t  M odern E n g lis h  s h a rk  ( o f  u n c e r ta in  
o r i g in )  seem s to  h a v e  b e en  f i r s t  a  n o u n , o f  
m a rin e  u s a g e , w ith  th e  s e n s e  o f  " p r o w le r , 
p r e d a to r " ;  an d  to  h a v e  b e en  u se d  in  th e  
M e d ite r ra n e a n  an d  p o s s ib ly  o f  M o o rish  
p i r a t e s ;
( v )  t h a t  i t s  o r i g in a l  s e n s e s  w hen b o rro w e d  
i n to  I t a l i a n  may w e ll  h a v e  b e e n  " fro m  th e  
e a s t " ,  an d  so  r e l a t e d  t o  th e  I t a l i a n  
b o rro w in g , s i r o c c o  o r  s c i r o c c o . " a - h o t  d e s e r t  
w in d " , fro m  A ra b ic  s h a rq  ( e a s t ) ,  fro m  s h a ra q a  
( t o  r i s e  -  o f ’ th e  s u n ) ;
( v i )  t h a t  th e  r e l a t e d  w ord  S a ra c e n  [ 7 ]  w as 
t o  b e  fo u n d  in  E n g lis h  i n  th e  t h i r t e e n t h  
c e n tu r y , an d  o n e  may p o s tu l a t e  e v e n  th e n  an  
E n g lis h  C ru s a d e r  c o llo q u ia l i s m , s h a r k e y . 
m ean in g  " th e  A rab  ( o ld  m a n )" ;
( v i i )  t h a t  th e  s e n s e  " r u t h l e s s  o ld  m an" w as 
c u r r e n t  a t  a  v e r n a c u la r  l e v e l  f o r  c e n tu r ie s  
b e f o re  i t s  m odern  n ick n am e  f o r  m a le s  w ith  th e  
su rn am e  W ard. [8 ]
T he w h o le  m akes f o r  a  f e a s t  o f  e ty m o lo g ic a l s p e c u la t io n  
an d  i t  may b e  a rg u e d  t h a t  T o lk ie n 's  c h a r a c te r  f i t s  an d  
a d d s  to  e a r l l i e r  m u sin g s  o f  l e x ic o g r a p h e r s .
W hat i s  c e r t a i n  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t p o s s ib le  to  
ig n o r e  T o lk ie n 's  c lu e s  a s  t o  th e  nam e S h a rk e y  an d  to  
h i s  a n te c e d e n ts  [ 9 ] :
l e s s  w e ll  d o cu m en ted  i s  th e  s to r y  o f  [ h i s ]  
a r i s i n g .  F o r m any y e a r s  h e  w a n d ered  in  th e  
E a s t o f  M id d le - e a r th , a c q u ir in g  a rc a n e  
k n o w le d g e  [1 0 ]  an d  l e a r n in g  m any new s k i l l s  
. . .  t r a i n i n g  h im s e lf  f o r  e v e n tu a l  d o m in a n c e .
F o r th e  t r u t h  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e , t h a t  th e  e a r l i e r  
h i s t o r y  o f  ( th e  e a s t  o f )  M id d le -e a r th  r e l a t e s  v e ry  
c lo s e ly  i n  m any l i n g u i s t i c  d e t a i l s  to  t h a t  o f  th e  
M id d le - e a s t fro m  p r e - B ib l i c a l  t im e s  to  th e  M id d le  A ges 
an d  b e y o n d . E ven a s  th e  s t r o n g  o r e s ,  th e  U ru k -h a i, h a v e  
a  t r i b a l  a n th ro p o n y ra  g o in g  b a ck  to  th e  a n c ie n t  S u m e ria n  
c i t y  nam e U ru k , o r  th e  N a zg u l a  nam e w h ich  e c h o e s  th e  
A ra b ic  g h u l ( a  g ra v e - r o b b in g , c o r p s e - e a t in g ,  s p i r i t ) ,  
o r  —  ( a  ie u  d 'e s p r i t )  —  R o s ie  C o tto n  a  nam e [1 1 ] 
b a se d  on tw o b o rro w in g s  fro m  A ra b ic , —  so  
S a ru m a n /S h a rk e y  h a s  a  nam e f i t t i n g  th e  v a r io u s  
t r a n s l a t i o n s  a c c o rd e d  to  A ra b ic  a  c e n tu ry  o r  so  a g o . He 
a ls o  e n s h r in e s  som e o f  T o lk ie n 's  m o st i n t e r e s t i n g  
s p e c u la t io n s  in  r a c i a l  an d  p e r jo r a t i v e  s e m a n tic s .
NOTES
1 S ee  T he R e tu rn  o f  th e  K ing  ( 1 9 5 5 ) .p .3 6 5 .
2 In  f a c t ,  th e  O ld  E n g lis h  d i a l e c t ,  O ld  M e rc ia n , 
a c c o rd in g  to  T .A . S h ip p e y , T he R oad to  M id d le -e a r th  
( 1 9 8 2 ) , f o o tn o te ,  p .9 4 , s i m i l a r ly ,  R u th  S . N o e l, i n  h e r  
T he L an g u a g es O f T o lk ie n 's  M id d le -e a r th  ( 1 9 8 0 ) . ( p .2 8 ) ,  
d e r iv e s  th e  nam e fro m  0E S e a ru . " c r a f t " ,  " d e v ic e " , + 
m an, "m an " .
3 S ee  T he R e tu rn  o f  th e  K in g , p .2 9 8 , w h e re  th e  
e ty m o lo g y  i s  g iv e n  a s  a  f o o tn o te .  T o lk ie n  ex p an d ed  on 
t h i s  i n  h i s  "G u id e  to  th e  Names in  th e  L o rd  o f  th e  
R in g s"  ( p .1 7 3 ) ,  p u b lis h e d  in  J a r e d  L o b d e ll ( e d . ) ,  A 
T o lk ie n  C om pass ( 1 9 7 5 ) . p p .1 5 3 -2 0 1 , o b s e rv in g :
C ontinued on page 57
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S c r e w ta p e ,  w h o se  l a m e n t ,  " I f  we c o u ld  o n ly  f i n d  o u t  
w h a t He i s  r e a l l y  up  t o ! "  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  l a s t  s e n t e n c e s  
h e  p e n s  i n  T he S c r e w ta p e  L e t t e r s .
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Sarum an, continued from  page 44
T h i s  i s  s u p p o s e d  t o  be  a  n ic k n a m e  m o d if i e d  t o  
f i t  t h e  Common S p e e c h  ( i n  t h e  E n g l i s h  t e x t  
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